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While Idaho officials are grappling with
the wastes at INEL, Colorado officials are
assessing the potential health risks associat-
ed with Rocky Flats. In October 1992, the
state released the first phase of its health
studies of Rocky Flats. The report said
exposure to plutonium-239 dioxide and
carbon tetrachloride, the main Rocky Flats
pollutants, would have most likely occurred
through inhalation, though ingestion of
contaminated foods and water is also possi-
ble. The report stated that exposures to plu-
tonium, primarily plutonium-239, and car-
bon tetrachloride for individuals living
2-10 miles downwind of the plant "appear
to be small," though the report acknowl-
edged the assessment was based on incom-
plete data.
Plutonium is primarily an alpha-emit-
ting radionuclide, which when ingested, is
absorbed at a low rate in the gastrointestinal
tract and rapidly excreted. However, a small
amount of ingested plutonium may travel
to bone and liver. The health effects of
inhaled plutonium-239 dioxide depend on
the size ofthe particle and the rate ofrespi-
ration, according to Bruce Boecker, assis-
tant director of the Inhalation Toxicology
Research Institute.
Boecker said once inhaled, plutonium-
239 dioxide may lodge deep in the lung,
where it has an estimated retention half-life
of500 days. Fractions ofinhaled plutonium
might also slowly dissolve and enter the
bloodstream and may be deposited in bone
or liver. After being deposited, Boecker said
plutonium has an estimated retention half-
life of20 years in the liver and 50 years in
bone. Whether cancer occurs because of
exposure depends on the dose received and
the rate of the dose. At very low levels of
exposure "it's not clear cancers would be
produced," Boecker said, noting the
absence of a statistically significant number
oftumors at very low levels.
Boecker also cited studies conducted
over the last 70 years of individuals who
had ingested radium, some ofwhom devel-
oped bone cancer while working in facto-
ries where they painted watch dials using
radium. The studies, he said, have so far
not detected significant increases in cancer
risk in individuals with the lower exposure
levels. "The response looked decidedly
nonlinear," he said. Current exposure stan-
dards are based on a linear dose-response
relationship.
Evan B. Douple, senior staff officer of
the Board on Radiation Effects Research of
the National Academy of Sciences, noted
that U.S. exposure standards are based in
part on research conducted on Hiroshima
and Nagasaki survivors, who primarily suf-
fered acute, high-level exposures, whereas
exposure risks to communities surrounding
nuclear weapons plants would primarily
stem from low-level, chronic exposures.
Said Douple, "Ifanything, we think we
are overestimating the effects [oflow doses].
An overabundance of data suggests a linear
extrapolation is overly conservative."
Douple said that at lower levels ofexposure,
health effects may fall more quickly than
expected by a linear extrapolation.
In contrast, Howard Hu, assistant pro-
fessor ofmedicine at the Harvard School of
Medicine, said recent studies suggest that
the carcinogenic properties of plutonium
may be underestimated. Hu cited results
from two in vitro studies revealing genetic
damage at low concentrations of plutoni-
um, published by M.A. Kadhim and col-
leagues in Nature and by J. Nagasawa and
J.B. Little in Cancer Research, both in 1992.
Hu said research by Kadhim suggests that
alpha radiation could produce genetic
changes that may lead to increased cancer
risk.
Drinking Water Guidelines
As the U.S. Congress begins reauthorization
ofthe Safe Drinking Water Act, a group of
international organizations is releasing
guidelines for water quality around the
world. The "Guidelines for Drinking-Water
Quality," which are being published in
three volumes during 1993-1994, are the
result of efforts by the International
Programme on Chemical Safety (IPCS), a
joint venture of the United Nations
Environment Programme, the International
Labour Organization, and the World
Health Organization, and more than 200
experts from 40 developed and developing
countries.
More than half the world's population
is exposed to water contaminated with
pathogenic organisms, and thousands of
chemicals have been found in drinking
water supplies around the world. The
guidelines recommend acceptable levels of
exposure for a variety of bacterial organ-
isms, such as those that cause cholera,
dysentery, guinea worm infection, and
hepatitis, and for 95 chemical contaminants
including benzenes and ethylenes, chlori-
nated alkanes, aromatic hydrocarbons, dis-
infectants, inorganic chemicals, and radio-
logical contaminants, according to the
November issue ofthe IPCSNews.
The current guidelines were developed
in a series ofplanning and review meetings
that convened to evaluate health risks and
set recommendations for exposures. To pre-
vent exposure to microbiological contami-
nants, the guidelines recommend drinking
only water in which indicator organisms E.
coli or heat-tolerant coliform bacteria are
not present in any 100-milliliter sample and
that all water sources be protected against
contamination, especially from human or
t
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Potable and portable. Guidelines released by
WHO seek to improve the world's drinking water
supplies.
animal wastes. To develop recommenda-
tions for chemical contaminants, review
group meetings examined chemicals in the
framework of two dose-response models:
those that exhibit a threshold level for
adverse effects and those for which there is a
probability of toxic effects at any level.
Guideline values (acceptable levels ofexpo-
sure) are recommended for threshold-type
chemicals by identifying a no-observable-
adverse-effect level and for nonlinear types
by using mathematical extrapolation models
to calculate guideline values. The review
groups relied heavily on previous chemical
risk assessments by the IPCS in the
Environmental Health Criteria mono-
graphs, the Joint FAO/WHO Meeting on
Pesticide Residues, the Joint FAO/WHO
Expert Committee on Food Additives, and
the International Agency for Research on
Cancer, according to the IPCSNews.
The most recent guidelines are the latest
in a long history of WHO involvement in
setting water standards. In 1958, WHO
published its "International Standards for
Drinking-Water," followed by several
updates over the years, including a name
change to "Guidelines for Drinking-Water
Quality" to reflect the advisory nature of
the guidelines. The guidelines do not carry
the authority of legal water quality stan-
dards, which national authorities are
responsible for setting. However, scientists
hope the guidelines will help governments
set standards where they do not yet exist or
update the ones they have. In addition, the
guidelines also call for local health risk
assessments, monitoring, and preventive
and remedial measures to ensure water
quality.
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